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produced by the fluttering auricle. Only a proportion of the
impulses gets through; the ventricle, therefore, beats at a slower
rate than the auricle. In other words, there is a relative or
functional heart block. The ratio of auricular to ventricular
beats is usually 3 : i or 2 : i.
Auricular fibrillation. The auricle in this disorder does not
contract as a whole, or in an effective manner. Its walls twitch
rapidly and incessantly at a rate of from 400 to 600 per minute.
The auricle is never emptied by any effective contraction of its
walls; the blood flows into the ventricle unaided by auricular
systole. The a waves are therefore absent from the venous
pulse, and the P waves from the electrocardiogram; they are
replaced in either record by numerous small fluctuations called
/ waves (Fig. 4-47, 4). The auriculo-ventricular connections
(A-V bundle) are capable of transmitting only a fraction of the
impulses arising in the auricular muscle. Those which do reach
the ventricle are irregular in time, and induce contractions of
the ventricle of variable strength. The pulse is, therefore, very
irregular and usually rapid. Auricular fibrillation is seen very
frequently when the heart, as a result of disease of the heart
muscle, is weakening and performing its work with difficulty.
The serious nature of the condition is not due to any direct ef-
fect upon the dynamics of the circulation resulting from the
absence of auricular systole, but rather to the irregular and
rapid excitation of the ventricular muscle. The drug most
commonly used in the treatment of auricular fibrillation is digi-
talis, which acts chiefly by depressing the conductivity of the
A-V bundle. The ventricle is therefore shielded from many
of the impulses arising in the fibrillating auricles; the pulse usu-
ally becomes slower and more regular in consequence; the gen-
eral circulation is greatly improved.
The Regulation of the Heart's Action
The heart rate.   The heart rate is more rapid in small animals
than in large.  The heart of the canary, for example, beats 1,000
times per minute, whereas the average heart rate of the ele-